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In 2018, the United States had the highest 
square footage of retail space per capita 
worldwide at 23.5 square feet per person. 
Canada and Australia followed behind with 
16.8 and 11.2 square feet, respectively. 

Statista
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COVID-19 has jolted what we have considered to be normal in all aspects of 
life and specifically the retail sector. Where the internet was once a luxury, it 
became an overnight necessity to work, educate and even shop. E-commerce 
is (currently) the only way to shop in many places, so now more than ever, 
flagships will play a pivotal role. 

In recent years, e-commerce has had a significant impact on traditional physical 
retail.  However, the current pandemic is accelerating that impact and will 
likely have lasting effects on consumer shopping behavior for years to come.  
One school of thought on how retailers can survive in this new paradigm is 
understanding the significance of the “flagship,” both pre- and post-COVID-19.

Historically, a retail brand’s flagship stood out among their fleet of stores 
to offer an elevated customer experience and to create a destination for 
consumers by offering exclusive and limited-edition merchandise only available 
at flagship locations.  

Unlike inline stores where there is consistent, but often generic brand identity 
between a mall store in any location, flagships let retailers tell an enhanced 
story.  They allow brands to create experiences and emotional connections 
with the customer.  They bring brand identity to a location – often drawing 
inspiration from the contextual fabric of a city. Rodeo Drive, Fifth Avenue, 
North Michigan Avenue and the Gangnam district in Seoul, South Korea are 
all examples of key locations for flagship projects. Generally, these bellwethers 
have several elements that make them stand apart from the inline stores in a 
retailer’s fleet: 

1. They often have bespoke exterior storefront elements that make 
impactful statements about the brand and create a unique 
customer experience.

2. They are typically larger and able to house more offerings than 
a standard store (to give more exposure and help build brand 
loyalty), and feature exclusive spaces for events, lounging areas, 
merchandise testing and personalization.

3. They offer opportunities to lead with innovative design solutions 
that would not be accomplished with inline stores.

4. They have the potential for iconic architectural statements in 
strategic locations to create tourist attractions and provide 
“Instagram-able” moments.

5. They offer the ability to develop pop-up events that can drive 
media attention to promote the brand.

FLAGSHIPS 
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Burberry Seoul, South Korea, 2014; Burberry Design Studio in partnership with CRTKL as Design 
Architects; Henderson Engineer Peer Review Engineers.
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In recent years, retailers have made commitments to ensure flagships meet 
the brand’s image and corporate sustainability goals. While protecting the 
environment has been at the forefront of the building industry, this pandemic 
has resulted in the additional requirement of protecting people. Both 
challenges, however, often lead to innovation and a need for creative solutions 
in solving challenging issues.

Two recent flagship examples include the slump glass on the façade of the Nike 
flagship on Fifth Avenue in New York City. This is an example of how design and 
sustainability come together in a unique, technically innovative way to solve  
two separate goals – distinctive aesthetics and sustainability. The Burberry 
Korea façade was similarly challenging, but the innovative solution was to 
create a window-cleaning robot to ensure the light into the building met 
sustainability goals.

Similarly, protecting people will require creative solutions. There now will be a 
larger focus on promoting higher levels of fresh and recirculated air filtration, 
UV air and surface cleansing, as well as increased fresh airflow, and material 
selections related to cleanability – all of which put customer health and safety 
on equal footing with sustainability.

Nike House of Innovation, 5th Avenue, New York City, 2018; Nike Design Studio CRTKL 
Architect of record; Henderson Engineer Engineers of Record.
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Some examples of pandemic safety, as well as enhanced shopping, can be uniquely 
applied to flagships: 

1. To give customers a higher level of comfort, flagships can offer special hours 
for loyal customers, appointment-based shopping, exclusive events and 
limited-edition merchandise. These are opportunities to get the experience 
right, make it personal and still let people experience traditional retail.

2. Revisiting the entry vestibule; making it larger than required and adding 
thermal scanning and a live feed for the customer to see how long the 
queue is before making the trip to the store.

3. The larger footprint of a flagship allows the brand to make accommodations 
for safety measures while still allowing the consumer to feel safe while 
enjoying a leisurely activity. 

4. Flagships generally have dedicated HVAC systems with HEPA filtration and 
internal UV to help protect staff and customers.

Before e-commerce, shopping was a common leisure activity in and of itself.  
A weekend at the mall was more than shopping – it was time with family and 
friends, casual meals and taking a walk – none of which was directly connected 
to any single brand.  However, as e-commerce has grown, especially during 
the recent pandemic, people’s mindsets related to shopping are shifting. The 
convenience of e-commerce and the comfort level with it has increased.   To 
attract customers back into stores, physical retail needs to transition to be a 
more enhanced experience, and a visit to a flagship will be a more sought-after 
and impactful experience than a visit to inline stores.

The challenge for store designers is to leverage a flagship’s uniqueness to 
synergistically enhance the physical environment while maintaining relevancy. 
Designers should be looking at ways to harness this new information for the 
built environment.

As retailers rethink their strategy to address the pandemic, e-commerce and 
the ongoing focus on the environment, there will be a need to protect their 
investment in physical stores. Flagships will create a more significant relevance 
on how retail moves forward by-way-of design innovation, an enhanced 
customer experience and a focus  
on sustainability.

Entrance

Display monitors 
for thermal 
camera feeds

Walk off mats 
preventing 
outside bacteria

Portal frame 
with UV light 
disinfectant 
vestibule

Automatic 
door opener

Thermal camera mounted 
to portal frame viewing 
customers as they enter

Plexiwall divider to 
separate those entering 
and leaving the building

VESTIBULES / ENTRYWAYS IN TIME OF COVID
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Atilio G. Leveratto | LEED Green Associate, NCARB
CRTKL | Vice President

Atilio Leveratto is a leader in the luxury retail sector. With more than 15 years 
in the industry, he specializes in architecture for retail flagships, spearheading 
the realization of complex, bespoke facades with functional and complementary 
core and shell elements. His innovative design skills are apparent in the 
successfulprojects he has delivered on the most fashionable streets in the U.S.,
including Fifth Avenue and Rodeo Drive.

Phil Miller
Henderson | Executive Vice President

 With three decades of mechanical design experience, Phil Miller is an executive 
vice president with Henderson Engineers. He oversees several teams within 
Henderson, including the New York, Las Vegas, and Los Angeles offices, that 
are focused on a variety of practices. Whether he’s advising a client, improving 
a complex design, mentoring the next generation of designers, or developing a 
strategic plan for Henderson’s future, Phil has a unique way of stepping outside 
of a situation and seeing it from all angles to identify the best solution.

CallisonRTKL, a global architecture, planning and design 
practice, began over seven decades ago and has evolved into a 
cultural agency to advance positive outcomes in our local and 
global communities. Through a human-centric design approach, 
our team addresses the imperatives of resiliency, wellbeing and 
technology and their influence in the built environment.

callisonrtkl.com


